The prose poem as aesthetic cognition : Lu Xun\u27s Yecao by KALDIS, Nicholas
Journal of Modern Literature in Chinese 現代中文文學學報 
Volume 3 
Issue 2 Vol. 3.2 三卷二期 (2000) Article 4 
1-1-2000 
The prose poem as aesthetic cognition : Lu Xun's Yecao 
Nicholas KALDIS 
Ohio State University 
Follow this and additional works at: https://commons.ln.edu.hk/jmlc 
Recommended Citation 
Kaldis, N. (2000). The prose poem as aesthetic cognition: Lu Xun's Yecao. Journal of Modern Literature in 
Chinese, 3(2), 43-82. 
This Article is brought to you for free and open access by the Centre for Humanities Research 人文學科研究中心 at 
Digital Commons @ Lingnan University. It has been accepted for inclusion in Journal of Modern Literature in 
Chinese 現代中文文學學報 by an authorized editor of Digital Commons @ Lingnan University. 
The Prose Poem as Aesthetic Cognition: 
Lu Xun7s Yecao
Nicholas Kaldis
Lu X u n ^  1927 collection of prose poems, Yecao, has 
historically not received the amount of scholarly attention that 
has been lavished upon his fiction and prose.1 This is due, in 
part, to the (rightfully) perceived importance of fiction in most 
studies of May Fourth era literature, but it also has much to do 
with Yecao's stylistic uniqueness, which poses difficulties for 
those who would fix its place in the canon of modern Chinese 
lite ra tu re , w h e th e r as poe try  o r p rose . The fo rm a lis t ic  
experimentation and intense psychological nature of these prose 
poems are further difficulties confronting would-be interpreters. 
In light of such literary-historical, generic, and other interpretive 
difficulties, how does one approach this text? I believe that a 
thorough and detailed understanding of the prose poems making 
up Yecao can only arise out of careful close readings, poem by 
poem. After a brief discussion of Yecao's place in Chinese 
literary history, I will proceed to the focus of this study, close 
readings of the prose poems themselves.
Chinese prose poetry as a genre was beginning the 
second decade of its development when Lu Xun began to write 
the works that would later be collectively published under the 
title Yecao. The form was still quite heavily indebted to Western 
models; even the Chinese term for the genre appears to be a 
literal translation of the French or Russian term of the same 
name. But the words chosen for the Chinese designation also
1 For example, it is not thoroughly treated in many specific 
discussions of modern Chinese poetry: it is all but absent from Yeh 
(1991b) as well as Lin (1972), and no Yecao poems are included in the 
anthologies Xiandai Zhongguo shixuan (1989), Zhongguo xinwenxue 
daxi: 8, shiji (1935), and Hsu (1970). Wang Ban recently referred to 
Yecao as “a collection of prose poems more marveled at than studied” 
(1997: 60).
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have a traditional Chinese ring to them as well. Sanwen shi 
[prose poetry] takes its name from two respected forms in the 
classical Chinese literary trad ition— samven [prose] and s/7/ 
[poetry]— resulting in a nominally new generic hybrid which 
“uses prose to approach the functions of a poem while liberating 
poetry from its traditional shackles of rhyme and meter" (Lee 
1985: 17)_ Concerning Lu Xun’s choice and use of this genre, 
many scholars have pointed to the influence of the Chinese 
literary heritage (see Lee 1987: 92-93; Semanov 1980: 114; 
Alber 1976; Pollard 1985: 77; and Ryckmans 1989: 178).
But the Yecao poems are in fact more often cited as 
exemplars of Chinese literary modernity than as proof of Lu 
Xun's connections to his Chinese literary forebears. It is not the 
object of the present study to make a contribution to the debate 
over what precisely constitutes Chinese literary modernism. 
While generally agreeing with assessments of Yeca&s modern 
features, I find it more productive to focus on the specific 
dynam ics of individual Yecao pieces than to call upon the 
voluminous literature concerning what constitutes the general, 
often abstract features of literary modernism (be it Chinese or 
Western). This way, the poems themselves contribute to our 
understanding of the larger issues, rather than serving as mere 
proofs for historical or sociological arguments.
Nevertheless, a close reading need not be an ahistorical 
one. Perhaps one of the best ways to grasp the manifestations 
of modernism in the Yecao poems is to keep in mind that the 
historically-rooted events, emotions, and ideas Lu Xun was 
experiencing as he wrote these pieces cannot be separated 
from the poems themselves; Yecao simultaneously represents a 
poetic apprehension of the changes in the world around him and 
Lu Xun's search for a form of expression concomitant with that 
new awareness.2 In other words, we can view the modernist
2 Yang Ze has argued that the origins of Chinese literary 
modernism can be found in the poetic language {shiyu) of Yecao, 
especially in the “reversal of the hierarchy of reason and feeling, the 
real and the unrear (1995: 2; translation in Yeh 1996: 347). Yang first 
points out that Lu Xun’s Kuangren [Diary of a madman] exhibits 
features of literary modernity such as (1a splitting of the self from 
history,” and even reads like “a long prose poem or a series of prose 
poems” （1995: 2)_ He then goes on to attribute an even more radically 
modernist poetic consciousness to Yecao.
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lite rary fea tures o f Yecao as a m an ifesta tion o f Lu Xun's 
restless, experimental search for the right artistic language and 
form appropriate to certain novel, complex, and overwhelming 
feelings and perceptions that were inextricably linked to his 
historical moment. But it is through the prose poem form(s) in 
Yecao that Lu Xun attempted to understand this link. This 
demanded that, for the feelings underlying many of the poems, 
he "invent an equally unconventional form to encase them" (Lee 
1987: 91). From this perspective, we can see how form ally 
innovative artistic expressions are related to a changed historical 
awareness.
A d issa tis fa c tion  w ith the spec ific  modes o f lite ra ry  
expression available to a writer of his time is certainly part of this 
awareness. In the 1925 essay “On Looking Facts in the Face,” 
Lu Xun called for a “brand-new arena for literature，” with “bold 
fighters who will charge clean through our traditional ideas and 
devices [w ithou t which] there can be no genuine modern 
literature in China” （Lu Xun 1980: 2.203-204; 1989: 1.220); in his 
1927 lecture, “The Divergent Paths of Literature and P olitics，” he 
implied the need for constant formal revolution in literature, 
which is never “satisfied with the status quo” （Lu Xun 1989: 
6.111; translated in Denton 1996: 328-34). In the same year, Lu 
Xun contrasted literary inspiration to prescribed topics or literary 
forms: "Great works of literature have never obeyed any orders 
or concerned themselves with practical consequences. They 
must naturally spring from the heart. If a topic is hoisted in 
advance fo r w rite rs  to w rite  on, how does it d iffe r  from  
composing eight-legged essays? It is worthless as literature, 
much less capable of moving the reader" (Lu Xun 1989: 5.19; 
translated in Lee 1987: 137). In “How to W rite，” Lu Xun argues 
for freely working with extant forms: "As for the prose form, it is 
actually quite loose, its flaws don^ amount to much . . . guarding 
against flaws isn’t as good as forgetting about them altogether ” 
(Lu Xun 1989: 5. 30). Perhaps the most notable instance of his 
dissatisfaction with existing literary forms is expressed in the 
“Foreword” to [Yet another collection], dated December
20, 1934, where he reflected back on his distaste for existing 
poetic forms some years earlier: "I also composed several new- 
style poems. I actually don't like writing new-style poetry— but 
neither do I enjoy writing old style poems” （Lu Xun 1989: 6.11).
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The available literary genres were clearly of little help in 
exploring and giving expression to his artistic impulses at this 
time. Indeed, a major portion of his intellectual project in the 
1910s and 1920s was devoted to deracinating the Chinese 
intellectual tradition and the discursive forms through which it 
reproduced itself and gained dominion over his own and other 
people ’s minds. Yecao represents Lu Xun ’s most extreme 
attempt to attain formal distance from any traditional or (then- 
current) modern genres o f Chinese literature; it is, in Lee's 
estimation, a "tour de force of experimental writing" so unique 
that no “other modern Chinese writer [had] attempted anything 
remotely like it" (1987: 89).
One of the m ost notable aspects of Lu X un ’s poetic 
experimentation in Yecao is the psychological depth of many of 
the pieces. Lu Xun’s own conception of the source of artistic 
creativity, following his understanding of Freud, was indebted to 
the idea that lite rary creation represents a kind of outburst from 
the repressed id” （Lee 1987: 219).3 But while being admittedly 
highly symbolic and psychological, the images in Yecao at the 
same time maintain a tension between the rationality-subverting 
demands of the unconscious and of a consciousness rooted in 
experientia l reality. Rather than leading the reader into an 
impenetrably private realm of pure symbolic suggestion and 
psychological opacity, the symbolic images in Yecao embody a 
poetic understanding of the moment Lu Xun is experiencing.4
3 See also Leo Lee (1987: 89-109), Carolyn Brown (1988), Sun 
孫玉石 Yushi (1982: 264-66; 311-12)，and others for psychoanalytically-based
discussions of Yecao, some of which include discussions of 
®Ji| ^  #  Kuriyagawa Hakuson's book Symbols of Mental Anguish, translated by 
Lu Xun in the same period during which he was writing Yecao. Among 
other things, Kuriyagawa's book describes how the unconscious of the 
writer is given literary expression in symbols which in turn are 
apprehended by the unconscious of the reader.
4 Zhang Zao, though he overemphasizes the “egoism” in Yecao, 
has described Lu Xun's conscious use of paradoxical language as a 
formalistic mediation of existential suffering (1993: 46). This strongly 
resonates with Wang Ban’s (1997: 5) focus on the artist’s attempt to 
mediate traumatic experience through the “explosion” of historical 
narratives. Leo Lee，too，has spoken of Lu Xun making a “creative 
paradox out of the double meaning of modernity” [i_e., belief in and 
suspicion of modernity] (1990: 135).
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Psychological probing is a form of historical understanding in 
these poems, for they embody Lu Xun’s imagistic perception of 
simultaneous personal and cultural crisis.5 The poems collected 
in Yecao are grounded in the subjective experience (or suffering) 
of history. To restate it in another way, Yecao's images are not 
aesthetic alternatives to reality, but scrupulously honest image 
complexes that capture the inner world of the subject in its 
dynamic interaction with the outer world (the historical context).
It is the exploration of these image complexes and the 
pursuit of the emotions and ideas lying behind them, framed 
within my argument that aesthetic cognition is a profound form of 
experiential understanding, that guides my readings of the 
Yecao poems.6 I believe that any attempt to interpret these 
poems must incorporate a recognition of Lu Xun’s constant effort 
to ground all his thought, action, and artistic expression in 
experience— in an existential d ia lectic.7 This belief does not 
exclude b iographica l, h is to rica l, aesthetic , psycholog ica l, 
philosophical, or other modes of investigation and explanation. 
Rather, it arises out of a dialectical criticism which includes these 
modes yet still affirms the primacy and integrity of the literary 
work.
In Yecao, the prose poem becomes the site of a ruthless
5 Yeh sees such crisis as endemic to modern Chinese poetry: 
“modem Chinese poets are faced with a world of uncertainty and 
chaos, where traditional values have disintegrated” （1991: 65).
6 I will not here delineate the details of the aesthetic approach 
best suited to interpreting works of art such as Yecao. Readers who 
are interested will find such details, as well as a critical survey of 
previous interpretations of Yecao, in Kaldis (1998: 25-58).
7 The respective components of this dialectic are succinctly 
stated in Davis’s phrase “inwardness and existence” （1989). I believe it 
is with respect to the presence of such a dialectic that Leo Lee (1987) 
alternately notes both Yecao’s “symbolism” and its “modernism.” In a 
further elaboration of this dialectic I would add that, if Lee is correct in 
noting that “the combination of subjective intensity and objective 
distance … forms the crux of Lu Xun’s artistic modernity” （1987: 63), 
then Yecao is the place where the boundary between ^objective 











llself-dissection" (Jiepou ziji), where a deeper subjectivity is 
sought beyond routine patterns of thinking and feeling. This 
deeper relation to self must also be recovered from within the 
larger socio-cu ltura l forces and discourses of the author’s 
historical moment. Lu Xun's artistic effort in much of Yecao 
involves the attempt to sever all the connections through which 
culture has determined his subjectivity, and to ground himself in 
an existential awareness that refuses to succumb to political 
orthodoxies, aesthetic fligh t from reality, nostalgia, utopian 
visions, religious transcendence, or any idealized version of self. 
He wants to sustain a self awareness that acknowledges the 
three-way interaction of the unconscious, consciousness, and 
the surrounding world, and the prose poem proves to be an ideal 
form for such a project. He encapsulated this artistic project in 
the poetic introduction to the Yecao collection, tT ici.,)
"Tici" [Foreword] (4-26-1927】 8
The first work in the collection sets a mood for the entire 
v o山me. Though e n title d  “ F o re w o rd , th is  p iece m ay be 
considered a prose poem in its own right. The piece was written 
more than a year after the March 18th incident, which profoundly 
affected Lu Xun and which is often cited as the watershed 
moment marking his commitment to a revolutionary agenda. 
■Tici," however, is not in any way compatible with interpretations 
of Lu Xun's literary works which emphasize his revolutionary 
steadfastness and promotion of Marxism after the political 
events of 1926. Instead, this prose poem deliberately avoids the 
language and im agery o f unw avering com m itm ent to any 
recognizable political agenda or ideology, let alone to any single, 
s im plified concept or em otion touched upon by its solitary
8 Chronologically, this is the last piece written for the book. It was 
first published on July 2, 1927, in the Beijing weekly Yusi [Spinners of 
words]138, and thereafter printed in all the early editions of Yecao, the 
first of which was the 巳eijing beixin shuju July 1927 edition. However， 
prior to the May, 1931 Shanghai beixin shuju 7th printing, the 
Guomindang Inspection Bureau removed “Tici，” which wasn’t restored 
to the text until the 1941 printing of the Shanghai Lu Xun quanji 
chubanshe edition entitled: Lu Xun sanshinianji.
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The original “Tici” as published in V7/s/ (enlarged). The year that 
follows the issue number is a misprint.
〈題辭〉在 《語絲》發表時的原樣（放大）。期數下的年份誤植1926 
年 。
persona. It is in fact expressive o f Lu Xun's sense o f the 
inadequacy of language, of his desire to express paradoxical 
thoughts and feelings through words while in a state of paralysis. 




































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































The poem begins with a lyrically-phrased philosophical 
paradox expressing this predicament: "At times when I am silent, 
I feel replete; as my mouth begins to open wide, suddenly I feel 
em pty.,，9 In an essay written approximately five months after this 
poem, tellingly entitled (tHow to Write," Lu Xun discussed— again 
in highly poetic prose—the setting and mood he was in when he 
wrote the opening sentence of this prose poem preface. Having 
finished his daily duties at Xiamen University, he would find 
himself alone at nightfall in the large building where he worked:
I am sinking into quietude. This stillness thickens like liquor, 
makes one a bit drunk. Looking out the back window amidst the 
mountains scattered like upright bones there are many white 
dots, overgrown graves; one deep yellow light like a flame, 
Nanputuo Temple's glass lamp. Ahead of me, the obscure sea 
and sky, the coarse black night seems to be assailing my heart’s 
core. I lean on the stone parapet and stare into the distance, 
hear my own heart, seemingly surrounded by immeasurable 
grief, vexation, decay, and death, all merging into this stillness, 
causing it to change into herbal wine, adding color, adding taste, 
adding aroma. At this moment, I've wanted to write, yet I can't 
write, I don’t even know how to begin. This is what I meant by 
“When I am silent, I feel replete; as I open my mouth to speak, I 
am conscious of emptiness.”9 10
The literary images through which the surrounding scenery is
9 I have modified the translation so as to capture the internal 
rhyme of the original. All translations from Yecao in this paper will be 
quoted directly from or closely based on Lu Xun (1974: 1-68) unless 
otherwise indicated. Of the different editions of the original text 
produced by various publishers over the decades, I normally refer to Lu 
Xun (1989: 3.1-80; 1952: 5-80; and 1993: 1-90).
10 Lu Xun (1989: 5.22; translation based on Wang 1997: 81). A 
few months later, in December of 1927, in his lecture The Divergent 
Paths of Literature and Politics,” Lu Xun again referred to “opening 
[one's] mouth to speak" (kaikou), this time in a more political context: 
“The politician hates it when people rebuff his ideas, hates it when 
people want to think, want to open their mouths" (Lu Xun 1989: 6.111; 
translated in Denton 1996: 328-34).
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perceived reveal the so lita ry  speaker in the depths o f an 
em o tiona l d ilem m a. F ee lings  o f q u ie tude , lo n e liness , 
drunkeness, grief, vexation, decay, and death, though perceived 
at the deepest level of his being— surrounding his heart— 
nonetheless increase his sense of being alive, “adding color, 
adding taste, adding aroma■”
As a writer, he is compelled to put his perceptions into 
words. Yet it is words which now fail him when he most needs 
them to mediate this new awareness.11 Nonetheless, he resolves 
to use poetic language to capture the entire experience. In other 
words, he will try to poetically approximate this state of needing 
an expressive medium for one's deepest sensibilities while 
s im ultaneously recognizing that any form of expression is 
perhaps inadequate to these feelings. Adding to this pessimistic 
recognition is a confusion about how and where to start writing. 
Paradoxically, in recording such a conundrum as a prose poem, 
he is able to give these frustrating feelings a form which seems 
adequa te  to the e x p e rie n c e .1 2 In o the r w o rds, when he 
documents through the prose poem form the very experience of 
feeling unable to adequately capture experience in language, he
11 This is a theme that would later be explored in Western 
existentialist thought. Lu Xun's effort, reflected in this essay and in 
“Tici，” to make his thought and words consistent with his experience, at 
any cost, confirms the existentialist tendencies in his thought and 
writing during his Yecao period. The very title of this essay, llHow to 
Write,” is evidence of this. It is a deliberate reference to Nietzsche’s “Of 
all writings I love only that which is written with blood," the first 
sentence in the <(Of Reading and Writingw chapter in Thus Spoke 
Zarathustra (Nietzsche 1961: 67). Lu Xun discusses Nietzsche's essay 
a few paragraphs later in this same essay. Like the existentialists, Lu 
Xun admired Nietzsche's concern for authenticity and contempt for 
hypocrisy.
12 In discussing silence versus vocalizing, Heidegger has stated: 
“Supremely thoughtful utterance does not simply consist in growing 
taciturn when it is a matter of saying what is properly to be said; it 
consists in saying the matter in such a way that it is named in 
nonsaying: the utterance of thinking is a telling silence. Such utterance 
corresponds to the most profound essence of language, which has its 
origins in silence” （1985: 38)_
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gives voice to something far more profound than his desired-for 
knowledge of "what to write" and "where to begin."13 This poetic 
w ork ing  th rough, or m ore accura te ly , dw e lling  in pa in fu l 
experiences, rather than using art as a means to surpass or 
escape them (via the resolution offered by utopian or nostalgic 
solutions, or through rom antic iz ing one's predicam ent), is 
characteristic of the self-reflective integrity found in most of the 
Yecao poems.14 In these prose poems Lu Xun consistently 
exhibits a “cognitive effort to become adequate to inner and 
outer ‘reality ’ by evolving forms that ‘re flect’ its com plexity” 
(Davis 1989: 230).15 In 1T ic iJM this involves sustaining a state of 
contradiction, and avoiding any impulse toward synthesis and 
resolution.
13 Tang Xiaobing has documented this type of “melancholic” 
aesthetic insight in his analysis of Wang Anyi's fiction of the 1980s and 
1990s (Tang 1997).
14 My argument here clearly departs from that put forth by Wang 
Ban, who asserts that in Yecao ,lthe attempt to write in full awareness 
of the futility of the effort leads to a sense of melancholy. But the 
melancholy is accompanied by the pleasure of nostalgia . . .  a 
straining, in pain mixed with pleasure, toward some imaginary unity of 
experience and writing>, (1997: 81-82). Contra Wang, I believe that the 
sense of fu tility  expressed in Yecao reflects Lu Xun's painful 
awareness of just how deeply conflicted was his inner world, and an 
awareness of the futility of his desires to (re-)substantialize his 
subjectivity, to ground it in some permanent form (e.g., imaginery 
unity), or to essentialize it in the face of contingency, fragmentation, 
complexity, and contradiction. However, Wang's reading of Yecao, like 
my own, is not wholly sanguine and is further qualified by being applied 
to only a few of the prose poems.
15 For more on this attempt to existentially ground creative 
expression, see also Leo Lee's repeated mention of Lu Xun's 
existentialist-Nietzschean tendencies (Lee 1987), Zhang Zao (1993)
錢理群 and Qian Liqun (1988). These scholars, in approaching Yecao, uphold 
some aspect of Lu XurVs “ruthless self-dissection” and his deliberate 
attempt to avoid a poetics that would confer a reassuring and 
substantial identity upon the self. They view Lu Xun much as Jaspers 
views Kierkegaard and Nietzsche, as striving towards a “new total 
intellectual attitude for men. This attitude was in the medium of infinite 
reflection, a reflection which is conscious of being unable to attain any 
real ground in itself" (Kaufmann 1956: 163).




In “Tici we encounter a series o f unresolved binary 
oppositions (see Alber 1976 and Lee 1987), pairs of words, 
images, and ideas, which are explic itly  played against one 
another: “silence/speaking,16 fullness/em ptiness, death川fe ,17 
pa in fu l e x is te n c e /n o t hav ing  e x is ted , su rface  
deca y /sub te rranea n  fire , h e a ve n /e a rth , h a tred /love , 
light/darkness, friend/foe, man/beast, those loved/those not 
loved, ground/wild grass,18 and past/present. In these pairings, 
issues of self-expression, creativity, life, death, and subjectivity 
are framed as existential paradoxes.19 Conversely, a frequent 
rhyming or pairing of characters, parallelism and repetition of 
words, phrases, and entire sentences all serve to invest the 
prose with a musicality and rhythmic flow which are at odds with 
the conceptual disjointedness of these oppositional pairs. For 
example, in the first sentence, shihou [time] rhymes with kaikou 
[open (my) mouth] and internally rhymes with mo [silent] and the 
thrice-repeated wo [l/me], while chongshi [replete] is paired with 
kongxu [empty]. (This last character pairing alludes to the
16 Xue Yi interprets the silent/open mouth (chenmo/kaikou) 
binary as representing self/other (1996: 5). He goes on to interpret “the 
discourse of the other” in many of the poems.
17 In describing his feelings about the fact that “the past life has 
died/1 Lu Xun uses the term da huanxi. This term, as many scholars 
have noted, comes from Buddhism, where it is used to indicate '"great 
joy’ or ‘passion”’ （Lee 1987: 93-94; see also Wu Jun 1992: 61-62, who 
discusses Lu Xun’s use of the term in connection with his various 
complex attitudes toward “emptiness”). Lu Xun employs this term in the 
two “Revenge” prose poems as well.
18 Sun Yushi has noted a possible source for this image and the 
title Yecao (wild grass/weeds) in a poem entitled Yecao, by a Japanese 
woman writer, translated in the October 16, 1920 issue of Chenbao 
[The morning post] (1982: 17).
19 Despite all these binary oppositions and paradoxical pairings, 
there is a perceptible central consciousness in this poem, one 
grounded in the concrete experience of emotional suffering, without 
appealing to a metaphysical “presence” outside of language or 
reflecting an infinite t(free play" within language. That is to say, I find no 
justification for a deconstructive interpretation of this text, excepting the 
















classical Chinese philosophical and grammatical oppositions 
between “fullness”and “emptiness”).20
There is a tangible tension between the simply lyrical and 
the complexly philosophical throughout the poem. On the one 
hand, a fascination with the resonant qualities of words struggles 
to compensate for the failure of language to constitute a stable 
subjectivity (i.e., a solid [chongshi] place of enunciation [kaikou]). 
On the other hand, the careful selection and juxtaposition of 
numerous contradictory terms demonstrates an awareness of 
the ph ilo soph ica l a ttitu d e s  the s e lf can exp lo re  th rough  
language. This is clearly one reason why Lu Xun chose to 
explore subjectivity through the prose poem form, for it allowed 
him to include within a compact space the frequently discordant 
medley of people, external objects, emotions, logic, desires, and 
se lf-re fle c tio n  tha t can be presen t in a b rie f but in tense 
experience. Through th is  form , he was able to achieve a 
com press ion  o f fe e lin g s , ly r ic ism , p h ilo so p h ica l and 
psychological intensity within a very compact space. But a close 
reading of “Tici” cannot end with such conclusions.
The interpretation of “Tici” involves another step: seeking 
out what overall purpose might inform its structure. Structure is 
obviously a key feature in the arrangement of these experiential 
elements— almost all the concrete images Lu Xun chose to 
include are explicitly arranged in structures of binary conflict.21 To
20 Leo Lee notes that Lu Xun’s inclusion of “classical phrases 
and syntactic structures” within his colloquial prose “enrich[es] ■■ ■ 
[and] lends a certain cadence to the prose while elevating it to the level 
of abstraction demanded by the surrealistic content” （1985: 16). He 
further notes Lu Xun^ invention of terms such as wudi [nowhere] from 
this poem and wuwu zhi zhen [the midst of nothingness] from 
"Zheyang de zhanshi'1 [Such a fighter]. T. A. Hsia sees in Yecao an 
original use of colloquial language, praising Lu Xun for 1et[ting] the bai- 
hua do things that it had never done before—things not even the best 
classical writers had ever thought of doing in wen-yan" (1968: 151).
21 See also Wang Hui (1994: 65-74) for an excellent summary of 
Qian’s ideas regarding Vfecao, as well as Wang’s impassioned call for 
what I have termed “aesthetic cognition” as a guiding principle for the 
interpretation of Lu Xun's prose poetry.
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begin to apprehend this structure, we can move beyond our 
inventory of word pairings and attempt to tease out the larger 
paradoxical statements in which most of the binaries are lodged: 
“I’m silent and replete vs. I open my mouth to speak and feel 
emptiness; the absence of lofty trees vs. their presence (only to 
be consumed by lava); I love my wild grass vs. I hope for the 
speedy death of my wild grass; I will laugh aloud and sing vs. I 
cannot laugh aloud and sing; my crime is in my artistic creations 
vs. I dedicate these artistic creations as my pledge.”22 The 
logic—so to speak—to be induced from this structure takes the 
form of an anxiety-ridden emotional awareness which underlies 
both the binary noun pairs and the paradoxical statements. I 
would paraphrase it as follows: “Life is extremely precious and 
tenuous (to have not yet lived is the most ‘truly lamentable’ 
thing). One can only realize life through the perpetual remaking 
of oneself via the repeated destruction of an older, prior self (i.e., 
through the constant deracination of habitual, inert forms of 
thought and behavior). Likewise, creativity feeds off the decay of 
prior selves and prior creations. Most hateful is to see one's 
creations viewed as aesthetic adornments. New perceptions, 
new ideas, new acts of living and new creative representations 
of life are constantly demanded if existence is to be affirmed. To 
dw ell in the past is to be part o f ro ttenness  and decay. 
Furthermore, transcendence is not an option— heaven and earth 
are silent, ‘serene,’ incapable of providing answers: just as past 
and future are unknowns."
Living, as perceived in this poem, involves the perpetual 
remaking of oneself through the destruction of an older, prior 
self. The only place where life can truly be experienced is in the 
act of an existentialist, Nietzschean “self-overcoming” which for 
Lu Xun lies "on the edge between past and future" (guoqu yu 
weilai zhi ji), in other words, the present.23 The connections that
22 Some of these paradoxical statements resonate strongly with 
some of Nietzche's own words in the 1886 preface to The Birth of 
Tragedy (see Nietzche 1992: 22).
23 This is also reminiscent of Nietzsche’s idea that “we must 
rediscover the principles of our existence on a daily basis." In pointing 
out this existential basis for Lu Xun’s use of “parallelism，” I hope to 
prove (among other things) that, contra Wang, paradoxical ^symmetry"
過去與未來之際
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this poem has with Nietzschean, particularly Zarathustrian ideas, 
become even more clear when compared to passages such as 
the following:
I love him who wants to create beyond himself, and thus 
perishes (Nietzsche 1961: 44; 91). . . . And life itself told me this 
secret: “Behold，” it said, “I am that which must overcome itself 
again and again . . .  and truly, where there is perishing and the 
falling of leaves, behold, there life sacrifices itself—for the sake 
of power!… “Whatever I create and however much Move it— 
soon I have to oppose it and my love: thus will my will have it . . . . 
For what does not exist cannot will; but that which is in 
existence, how could it still want to come into existence? llOnly 
where life is, there is also w川” （Ibid: 138, emphasis added).
As with these passages from Nietzsche, in Lu Xun's IT ic i>, there
is a radical affirmation of life, not an all-denying nihilism,24 if one
is nof an appeal to “the aesthetic ideal of organic unity and order” but 
is, I would argue, indeed consistent with Lu Xun's attempts to probe 
both the “agonies the writer experiences in constructing a ‘self’” and 
the “breakdown of [such] a self-assured，unitary subject” that is 
dramatized in Yecao (Wang 1997: 87). Wang correctly associates 
many previous readings of the symmetry and parallelism in certain 
yecao works (“Tici” being most frequently discussed) with the 
interpreters’ desires to establish a humanist subject at the heart of Lu 
Xun's poetry and thought; I believe he errs, however, in connecting this 
parallel structuring to a striving for “unity and order.” It is more 
accurately described as an artistic/lingu istic rendering of an 
過客 existentialist consciousness. In the poem “Guoke” [The passerby] Lu 
Xun stages this consciousness in a thoroughly dramatic form.
24 Nietzsche, in my reading (based largely on Zarathustra, 
Beyond Good and Evil, and sections of other works —The Genealogy 
of Morals, and Ecce Homo especially), does not promote nihilism in the 
usual senses of a thorough-going denia丨 of the reality of experience, or 
of the existence of any basis for value or truth. Instead, as in the 
above-quoted passages, he denies making any single experience the 
basis for a prescribed code or orthodoxy to which oneself—and 
others—must adhere in all subsequent experiences. He thoroughly 
grounds all beliefs and behavior in a dynamic relation to the experience
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takes pains to follow the logic of oppositions contained within. 
Read closely and one finds no suicidal impulse nor embracing of 
death, only the bitter realization that to have anything worthy of 
the name “existence” one must understand that each moment is 
an uncertain entity, perched on its own death but in its passing 
proving that it was. In other words, each action one takes cannot 
be undone or changed; it has a death-like finality and therefore it 
“dies” in the passing; but，on the other hand, an action not taken 
will have never existed. Thus there is no recourse to nostalgia 
(nor to utopia), only difficult selfhood in the now. This is also an 
injunction not to let any prior action, idea, emotion, or creative 
expression become an agenda, routine, or orthodoxy which will 
p rede te rm ine  o n e ’s though ts  and actions in subsequen t 
experiences. Routine thought, feeling, creative expression, and 
behavior are im pediments to authentic experience and the 
discovery of alternative possibilities.
Working through the paradoxes of “Tici” we thus come to a 
philosophical understanding o f life that is purely dynamic, 
reflected in a poetic structure that is relentlessly faithful to this 
dynamic. Existence is not to be recovered from transcending the 
paradoxes of everyday experience, but from learning to dwell in 
contingency and all its contradictions. In some of the poems 
which follow, the existentia l logic o f this poem is reworked 
through the idea of internalizing death and one^ eventual non­
existence as immanent parts of one^ subjectiviy. These poems 
reward the careful reader with new, and often painful insights 
into the ambiguous and paradoxical elements of experience; in 
Leo Lee’s words: “the reading process itself thus becomes an 
almost unending quest for meaning" (1987: 107). The search for 
meaning within such contradictions is taken in a new direction in 
the following poem, toward issues of gender and sexuality.
at hand, so as to keep the individual wholly alive to the complexities 
and diversity of new situations, each of which holds the possibility of 
discovering new things and forging new possibilities where oneself and 
others are concerned. In “Tici，” and throughout much of Vfecao, Lu Xun 
is struggling to sustain the same sort of existential awareness and 
praxis (ethics, if you will).
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(期三第） %四第） 月 二 十年四二九 (較緣）
The original HQiuye as published in Yusi (reduced).
〈秋夜〉在 《語絲》發表時的原樣（縮）。
"Q iuye” [Autumn night] (9-15-1924】 25
This poem represents an attempt to mediate between 
unconsc ious  c o n flic ts  and o b se rva tio n s  o f the ex te rna l 
e n v iro nm en t. In try in g  to fo rm u la te  a n a rra tive  w h ich 
s im u ltaneously  inhabits both spaces (the inner and outer 
秋夜  worlds), “Qiuye” draws together linguistic issues，gendered and 
sexual conflicts, and violent aggression. The speaker in this
























































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































The Prose Poem as Aesthetic Cognition 59
piece uses poetic language both to facilitate the upsurge of 
unconscious affect into consciousness and to spatially organize 
his perceptions of natural objects, regulating the amount of 
distance or involvement he will allow between his unconscious 
and the world of objects surrounding him. However, primary- 
process (unconscious, poetic) thinking steadily overwhelms his 
m anipulation and contro l o f language to the point that he 
suddenly experiences a moment of psychotic dissolution.
From the outset, the speaker is having difficulty putting his 
thoughts and feelings into language; the first two sentences 
express radically different aims. In the first sentence (a single 
line parag raph) o f th is  poem , he is unab le  to fram e his 
description of two date trees in a fluid or concise rhetorical form. 
Instead, he ploddingly repeats shu [tree] three times, observing 
that in the garden there are “two trees, one a date tree, another 
as w e ll, a lso a da te  tre e ." In lig h t o f w ha t fo llo w s , th is  
redundancy within a simple declarative utterance represents a 
defensive attempt to use language to avoid or put off what sort 
of observations might come out if mental energies were not 
focused on such a banal inventory (of two identical trees). 
Despite this first insipid attempt at dispassionately narrating his 
environment, the following sentences manifest the speaker’s 
aggression, gendered anxiety, and other issues, eventually 
precipitating a schizoid episode.
In the second sentence, there is an abrupt change of tone 
and mood, from a banal, redundant description of the garden to 
an emotionally saturated personification of nature. This linguistic 
change (from objective and literal to subjective and metaphoric 
description) is also marked by a change in visual perspective, 
from a horizontal plane to a vertical one, from gazing across the 
fa m ilia r garden, wall, and date trees to gazing up at the 
unfamiliar, "strange and lofty" (qiguai er gao) sky.26 The second 
through the sixth paragraphs maintain and elaborate this vertical 
perspective, as the speaker observes (and personifies) the 
flowers and grasses at his feet, then ponders the leafless 
branches and harvested dates of the two trees, works his way 
up their trunks and past their scarred lower boughs to their top 
branches, then further upward to the sky, stars, and moon.
26 For Leo Lee “the poet’s subjective vision seems to take over 
completely. . . . The natural landscape is so transformed that it 
becomes a manifestation of the poet’s inner landscape” （1985: 16)_
奇怪而高
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她 他  
彷彿要離開人間
他們的花園
The investment of emotions into his personifications of 
these natural objects reveals that the speaker is indirectly giving 
voice to his own inner feelings, projecting h im self into the 
objects around him. Once displaced, those feelings can be 
v ica rious ly  experienced as external to the self. The inner 
feelings that come to the fore through this “vertical” perspective 
are conflicted, aggressive, and filled with sexual and gender 
anxiety (the speaker consistently attributes gender to these 
natural objects, using the orthographically distinct homophones 
ta [she] and ta [he].
The male sky is perceived as strange and distant, as if 
"about to abandon the world and men" (fangfu yao likai renjian), 
as “cold-eyed” and harboring a profound secret while “he” grins 
and starts spreading his frost upon the grass and flower(s). The 
sexual nature of the sky’s act is further implied when the speaker 
particularly “remembers” and observes one type of “tiny pink” 
flower27 that “shivers” and dreams of the arrival of spring and 
autumn. “She” dreams of the skinny poet who will wipe his tears 
on her last petals and te ll her o f the d istan t spring when 
butterflies and bees will again gaily fly about.
Not only does the speaker imagine the male sky and 
himself moistening the fragile, pink, female flowers, he projects 
an additional, erectile masculinity into this relationship with the 
tender females. The nearby date trees “know” the dreams of the 
small pink flower(s), and know that their own favorite season 
arrives after her favorite season; for in autumn the male date 
trees shed the burdens (leaves and dates) of the growing 
season, stop drooping and "extend their branches in comfort." At 
the same time, these trees see another male as their rival. As if 
to punish the male sky for his frosty assault on the flowers and
27 The appeal of flower imagery (in “Communists’ se lf­
representation”） in modern China has been discussed by Ip (1997: 46). 
One might also compare these flowers to the llsmall pale flowers on the 
rim of a neglected hell” which Lu Xun used to describe the majority of 
poems in Yecao (Lu Xun 1989: 6. 158), as well as the ''many fine 
flowers1' coveted by the innocent little boy in Lu Xun's baihua poem 
“Tamen de huayuan” [Their garden]，flowers which bloom in the 
neighbors beautiful garden, bordering the hell that is his own house 
(Lu Xun 1982: 100-103).
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grasses，the date trees use their “ironlike” top branches to “stab” 
at the starry “wicked/sly” （gtv/) eyes of the “strange and lofty sky” 
and at the (female?)28 moon，who “pales with embarassment■” 
The usly-blinking sky," turning blue with "worry" (bu'an) from this 
assault, seemingly wants to "depart from the world, escape the 
date trees，” and leave behind the moon (who has silently moved 
backward to "hide" in the east). The trees, with the ir ((bare 
trunks" (yi wu suoyou de ganzi) still silently stab at the sky, 
hoping to take its life, regardless of how the latter winks its 
“seductive” （guhuo) eyes. Suddenly，the “wail” （wa) of an “evil 
bird of the night” flying overhead shocks the speaker out of this 
gendered, sexual, and increasingly violent reverie.
He has been abruptly confronted by his surroundings 
which, up to this point, have been silent and passive receptacles 
fo r his fantasies. Now nature is "speaking" back, thereby 
marking the external landscape as an “other”一 that is, as an 
e n tity  beyond se lf, beyond the s p e a k e r ’s co n tro l and 
independent of what he must now acknowledge as his own 
fan tasized pro jections. That reve la tion  is too d isqu ie ting. 
R ea liz ing  th a t consc ious  pe rcep tion  o f the su rround ing  
landscape and unconsious conflicts are being conflated by his 
psyche, he experiences great anxiety and aborts his description 
of the garden. Following this, the external objects that have 
constituted the speaker’s reverie (and been the subject matter of 
the poem) are momentarily absent, erased from the narrated 
landscape: no trees, flowers, stars, or sky. The emptied-out 
na rra tive  space is not repopu la ted  w ith  the sam e v isua l 
constituents that led up to this sudden aural interruption; instead, 
it abruptly fills with another sound. A soft ''giggling" (xiaosheng, 
chichi di) l,resonates>, (yinghe) in the air all around the speaker. 
This time the projection is not visual, it cannot be organized 
along either horizontal or vertical axes, and it is thoroughly 
uncanny and unnerving. The speaker realizes that the sound of 
soft giggling resonating in the air all around him is coming from 
his own mouth. As with the visual landscape, the auditory 
environment is also revealed as a domain of his unconscious. 
He is experiencing a truly psychotic moment, his body and 







28 Ng's translation attributes female gender to the moon, which 
can only be implied from the original (1986: 595).
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逐 and it terrifies him. He is "driven away" (quzhu) by this part of 
self that has become other, and flees inside to his room, where 
he turns up the lamp and then concentrates on listening to and 
watching little (male) insects knock first against the window, then 
the lamp; one of which eventually “runs into the flame.”
As noted above, the speaker begins by narrating a short, 
hyper-rational, redundant description of his back garden. The 
description relies on a horizontally organized perspective, his 
gaze moving across objects from a fixed viewpoint. This is 
immediately followed by the extended projection of morbid, 
vio lent, gendered sexual fantasies into that same concrete 
natural space. Conversely, all of this fantasizing takes place 
entirely within a vertically-organized perspectival field. The 
horizontal perspective seems to act as a “safe” rational space 
where the unthreatening, objective observation of events can be 
discursively maintained. The vertical perspective coincides with 
the emergence of gendered, sexual, and aggressive fantasies 
(w h ich  the h o rizo n ta l p e rsp e c tive  keeps at bay) w h ich 
symbolically reconfigure that space. The horizontal perspective 
necessitates a detached observer; the vertical perspective 
places the speaker inside his observed environment, and he 
stands atop the ground that he observes being callously frosted 
by the sky overhead. His ob jectiv ity  is underm ined by the 
narrative insertion of self into the fantasy space.
The ensuing schizoid moment occurs when this precarious 
objectivity of the vertical perspective disintegrates and there is 
no longer a base from  which to ground se lf and ra tiona l 
observation of external reality. Projections are no longer safely 
contained within separate objects but overwhelm the outer world 
and threaten to collapse the subject’s precarious maintenance of 
self-other (self-outer) boundaries. He suddenly has no distinct 
other, no separate visual or auditory objects or spaces for the 
controlled projection of his unconscious ideas and feelings. The 
loss of inner-world/outer-world boundaries threatens him with a 
loss of identity itself. He flees into his house. Once back inside 
the space of his room, with its reassuring walls, floor, and 
ceiling, the speaker's perspective again returns to a horizontally- 
oriented plane, and he attempts to resume an objective, rational 
mode of observation.29
29 See Eigen for more on the meaning of “up-down” corporeal 
distinctions in the psyche (1993: 238-42).





But as the speaker watches some tiny bugs knock against 
the lam pshade，3。one of which enters from “above” and “meets” 
(yudao) the flame, he must reassure himself that this (vertical) 
suicide is "rear1: ^furthermore I think this flame is real" (erqie wo 
y iw e i zhehuo sh i zhende). He is aga in  having d iff ic u lty  
maintaining observational distance and logical control over 
obse rved  phenom ena. S h o rtly  th e re a fte r  he becom es 
m esm erized  by the “sc a r le t g a rd e n ia s ” pa in ted  on the 
lam pshade. W hen these im ages o f flow e rs  b lossom , he 
imagines, the “date trees again will have the dream of the tiny 
pink flower." The recrudescence of the gendered pink flowers 
caught between sym pathetic and destructive male desires 
signals the speaker’s return to the world of imagination and 
projective fantasy, but this image no longer offers him safe 
space for creative mediation. This next fantasy episode has no 
sooner started than it immediately precipitates a return to the 
schizoid state: “again I heard the sound of midnight laughter. 
The speaker abruptly “cut[s] off [his] train of ideas.” He then 
returns to an objective, observational detachment, watching the 
"cute, pitiable" {ke'ai, kelian) little emerald bugs on the lamp that 
he directly “faces.” He yawns, lights up a cigarette，and coolly 
“pays silent tribute” to these “delicate heroes.” With this final 
adoption of sympathy, ennui, and ironic invocation of ritual, he 
has abandoned the vertical plane of participant observer and 
suspended the process of projection, thereby distancing himself 
from any imaginative or emotional association with the outer 
world that might again overwhelm him. Discursively, through the 
use of such adjectives as “pitiable” and “cute，” he has eliminated 
projection and empathy and isolated external objects from the 
observer. Another kind of distance has also been obtained 
between the inner world of the unconscious and his rational, 
conscious self: he has inserted a cigarette into his mouth, lest it 
should start giggling once again.
A final note about “Q iuye” as it relates to traditional 
Chinese nature poems. This prose poem obviously has little in 
common with similarly-titled classical poems such as Du Mu’s 
“Qiuxi” [Autumn sunset] or Wang Wei’s “Qiuye qu” [Autumn night 30
30 The image of bugs crashing against the lampshade appears 













song]. The traditional use of nature imagery normally relies on 
finding images (or employing stock images) which will accurately 
express what one is consciously feeling within. Conversely, as 
W ang Ban po in ts  out, “ in ‘A u tum n N ig h t，’ such w ish fu l 
correspondences between man and nature are revealed to be 
illusory>, (1997: 85).31 Furthermore, in traditional Chinese poetry, 
the poets frequently expressed themselves through a shared 
discourse of consensually validated em otions: sadness at 
parting, longing for a distant friend or loved one, righteousness, 
loyalty, friendship, etc., each with its own set of (stock) phrases 
and images. Lu Xun's poem, on the other hand, discovers a 
natural world replete with conflicted, sexual, aggressive, and 
highly subjective emotions. This world is invested with affect 
which the speaker is reluctant to acknowledge as his own, 
eventually scaring him away from nature and into his room. 
Wang’s reading of this prose poem is consistent with the by now 
well-known argument put forth by Michelle Yeh (1991: 5-28) that 
modern Chinese poetry represents a break with trad itional 
Chinese poetry where nature is concerned, for it denies a 
wholistic unity between man, world (nature), and reader, and 
explores instead the private world of the poet. A careful reading 
of “Qiuye” adds something new to our understanding of this 
change in poetics, for it argues that (modern) man can never 
wholly free himself from emotional involvement in his immediate 
environment, nor can he objectively observe the world without 
projecting his own desires into his observations. In the next 
prose poem to be discussed, this understanding moves from 
nature, silence, and solitude into the realm of socio-economic 
relations.
/,Qiuqizhe,/ (Beggars) (9-24-1924)32
In “Q iuq izhe，” Lu Xun exposes the ind iffe rence and
31 My reading can be productively contrasted with Wang Ban’s 
(1997: 80)■丨n my view，a poem such as “Qiuye” allegorizes and 
embodies Lu Xun"s awareness of the unconscious mediation of both 
word and world. This poem demonstrates that our conscious 
relationship to either environment or language is permeated with 
imconscious projections.
32 First published in Yusi 4 (December 8, 1924).
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The original ,lQiuqi2heM as published in Yusi (reduced).
〈求乞者〉在 《語絲》發表時的原樣（縮）。
As he w alks along a crum b ling  w a ll, the speaker is 
accosted by children begging. He immediately criticizes their 
authenticity—their clothing appears to be quite adequate for the 
autumn weather and they "don't look too doleful" {bu jiande 不見得悲、戚
beiqi). Having persuaded himself that the beggars are not needy 
or desperate enough, he then righteously proclaims his outright 
disgust and hatred of their techniques. To him, it is as if they are 
“playing games” or simply adopting stylized begging methods.
He considers him self superior not only to these despicable 
beggars but also to altruistic almsgivers who might be taken in 
by the beggars1 tactics . Yet ju s t as his loath ing and self- 
righteousness appear to be forming an airtight armor, a crack 
appears.
In the ninth paragraph, the speaker describes the tum ble- 
down" wall he is passing, which has a poorly-stopped hole in it.
A breeze comes along and the “autumn cold pierces” through 
the speaker's lined clothing, the exact same kind of clothing he 
cla im s to be adequate  fo r the beggars. Like the hole he 
observes in the wall, a crack is exposed in his psychological
contem pt that the affluent (or re lative ly better off Chinese) 
classes have for the poor. More precisely, it is a probing of the 

























































































































































































































































































































































































































































































exterior, and the external world pierces into his conscience. He 
thereupon concocts an empathetic fantasy of being a beggar 
and meeting up with no alms save the "disgust, suspicion, and 
hatred” he himself is in the habit of giving. But imagining a 
reversal of fortune only hardens him more, for he is utterly 
unwilling to conceive of a consciousness that is not identical with 
his own. Just like the wall, "inside of which is nothing" {qiang 
limian meiyou shenme)t inside the speaker there is no sense of 
o the rness , no space  fo r a deeper, m ore in tro s p e c tiv e  
awareness. His brief attempt to empathize quickly degenerates 
into a self-aggrandizing egoistic fantasy, in an attempt to restore 
his self-righteous antipathy for the beggars. He imagines that his 
behavior as a beggar would be characterized by a unique 
stoicism and lack of artifice. He envisions himself displaying an 
aloofness toward the apathy of passers-by and courageously 
“using indifference and silence to beg，” consequently “attaining 
nothingness." In other words, he conjures up the ideal mute, 
p roud , and pass ive  beggar, from  the p e rsp e c tive  o f an 
unsympathetic passerby. This beggar would neither cry out and 
interrupt the silence enabling the selective inattention of the 
passerby，nor disturb the passerby’s detached gaze with any 
sort of pitiful antics. A fantasized ideal beggar-self is thereby 
substituted for the flesh-and-blood beggars whose existence the 
speaker wishes to negate.
Simply stated, his imagined beggar is the fulfillment of his 
desire for a world without any disruptive otherness, i.e., a mirror 
image of himself. This fantasized image serves a dual purpose: 
through it, he both disavows the economic injustice underlying 
the external social relations in which he is implicated, and he 
represses the introspection that might touch upon his guilty 
desire to preserve these unequal relations. A stoic beggar in his 
own image would not create any self-conscious anxiety for him 
or the other pedestrians around him.
“Beggars，’ explores a despicable aspect of social relations 
in (1920s) Chinese society. In doing so, it also undertakes a 
critique of the mind-set necessary to justify such conditions. As it 
delves into the inner rationalizing that sustains the speaker’s 
actions，it does not uncover buried proof of man’s forgotten 
compassion or his essential goodness. Indeed, it refuses to 
deliver readers over to a positive alternative, a hopeful epiphany
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of charitable acts— or thoughts, Confucian, (Western) humanist, 
or otherwise. This rejection of catharsis— Lu Xun's refusal to 
give the reader a palliating distance from or alternative to lived 
reality_ is a frequent feature of the Yecao poems.33 For readers 
of this particular piece, nothing removes or purges the burden of 
acknowledging the ubiquity of these social practices. No utopian 
a lterna tive  is proposed, only the ruth less exposure o f the 
intellectual attitudes that sustain social cruelty and indifference. 
A reader of this poem would hereafter have difficulty justifying 
any such behavior, in himself or others.
Form ally , the  shape o f the poem  re fle c ts  a c lose  
connection between the arrangement of the text on the page 
and the issues being explored in the content. All but two of the 
paragraphs in “Beggars” contain less than 35 characters, 
occupying no more than a single column of printed text.34 Nearly 
eve ry  co lum n o f te x t co n s titu te s  a pa ra g ra p h -se n te n ce  
containing one or two pieces of salient information. Sentences or 
phrases which share similar content, words and ideas that would 
seem to logically or thematically belong together, are distributed 
into different paragraphs.35 It is as if the speaker is compelled to 
construct an en tire ly  new syntactica l unit to contain each 
observation, so as to repress the obvious connections among 
the things he sees and experiences.36
33 Lu Xun assiduously avoids the use of catharsis in any way that 
“enables us to ‘resign’ ourselves by resolving in aesthetic fusion trends 
or yearnings not resolvable in the practical sphere" (Burke 1941: 320).
34 This layout is quite visually arresting in the book-length Yecao 
collections and their reproductions in the various editions of Lu Xun 
quanji, but slightly less so in the Yusi version of the text, owing to the 
journal’s use of a horizontal, three-column (per page) layout，which 
allowed for little more than 20 characters per (vertical) line of printed 
text. Nonetheless, the extreme frequency of paragraph breaks is 
readily apparent in either format.
35 There are audible connections linking these discursively 
separated units as well. Sun Yushi notes the abundant use of internal 
rhyme as one of the factors making this the “most musical” of all the 
Yecao prose poems (1982: 182).
36 This formal quality of the prose is uncommon in the collection 
as a whole, otherwise occurring almost exclusively in the dialogue- 
heavy prose poems, especially ^Guoke" and HLilunH [On establishing an 
opinion]. 立論
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For instance, he maintains paragraph separation between 
sen tences  fea tu ring  h im se lf as the main sub je c t (those 
我 beginning with wo) and sentences having the beggars as main
一個孩子  subject (those beginning with y/ge As with his thought
processes (outlined above), he apparently hopes to keep his 
own discursive self-expressions and actions from being soiled 
through contact with statements concerning the beggars. In 
using the first person singular voice, Lu Xun conflates the poet!s 
and s p e a k e r’s vo ice s , im p lica tin g  h im se lf in the 
social/psychological dynamics being exposed. Moreover, in the 
beginning of the poem, he refers to both himself and other 
phenomena (the w ind, dust, pedestrians) w ith in the same 
paragraph. But after the wind pierces his clothing and feelings of 
empathy and guilt threaten to expose his inner sophistry, the 
need fo r percep tua l fragm en ta tion  qu ickens, dem anding 
rhetorical change. There follows an increase in grammatical 
separation of the character for “s e lf ( _  from words signifying 
those same phenomena around him; during and following this 
episode, the signifiers of other pedestrians, wind, and dust are 
rem oved to th e ir  own p a ra g ra p h s— w here  they  are not 
contiguous with the character (î o ) representing the speaker. 
Additionally, the only two v isua lly  "th ick" paragraphs, i.e., 
paragraphs made up of two columns of text,37 are the only ones 
in which the image of the crumbling wall (qiang) next to the 
speaker is described. In this representation of the w a ll，Lu Xun’s 
well-known sense of irony is extended into the visual dynamics 
of textuality. For here he demonstrates that even if the speaker 
w ere  not p reoccup ied  w ith  d is c u rs iv e ly  tru n ca tin g  and 
compartmentalizing the various aspects of this experience, he 
could still attempt to manipulate longer paragraphs of text to 
sim ilar ends，by building thicker “walls” of word to create a 
spatial distance between various elements in the content.
To summarize, the speaker’s brief moment of empathy 
threatens to reveal his awareness of the unity of elements 
comprising a single experience: self, beggars, other pedestrians, 
and socia l m ilieu. That revela tion provokes anxiety, fo r it 
im plica tes him in the econom ic in justice  and un justifiab le  
hierarchies of society. To prevent this, he uses strategies of
37 Or four and three columns, as in the Yusi version.
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textual separation and distancing in a desperate attempt to shut 
out tha t aw areness. Th is p re c ip ita te s  the d isso lu tion  o f 
signification itself, into fragmental, truncated statements and/or 
ellipses. Ultimately, it reduces the speaker to fixating on (the 
image of) dust, even as it is broken apart by commas, multiple 
ellipses, separate paragraphs, and a final ellipsis.
Through th is  device  o f keep ing re la ted expe rien tia l 
elements visually segregated on the page, the speaker prevents 
discursive associations that could threaten or destroy socially 
established and consensually validated patterns of thought and 
behavior. Forging such connections would call fo r broader 
conclusions about the whole social system and his role in it. The 
amount of existential anxiety which the speaker feels in his 
social environment actually determines the spatial transposition 
of his lived world into its discursive form in the poem and on the 
written page. The mimetic faculty, rather than reflecting the 
world, here refracts it through the distorted lens of an individual’s 
psychological demands. In both form and content, this poem is 
an attem pt to “mediate between the terror of an indifferent 
universe and the sense of unconscious guilt that accompanies 
our helpless compromise with the paces life puts us through" 
(Rosenthal and Gall 1983: 392).
The in d iv id u a l’s p riva te  e x is te n tia l d ilem m a, when 
multiplied by the anonymous others walking the same road, also 
em bod ies the la rge r na tio na l se lf, trapped  in a s ta te  o f 
indifference and lacking empathy. Lu Xun exposes the bad faith 
underlying the stream of consciousness of all those who feel 
inexplicably isolated from the “several others walking alone，” 
others with whom they are unwilling to communicate about the 
children begging at their feet.38 The momentary recognition of a 
lost opportunity for individual or collective action is reflected in 
the defensive psychological strategies the speaker uses to 
repress his emerging knowledge of alternative attitudes and 
actions to the inaction he has chosen.39 The structure of the
38 Alber nicely compares the thought processes of the speaker 
and other pedestrians to the condition of the child beggar: “society then 
is a collection of maimed individuals who cannot interact” （1976: 7)-
39 In an essay written some sixteen months later, llGushu yu 







poem itself is the conflicted attempt to discursively mediate this 
situation.
From the perspective of the (implied) author, this is the first 
poem in Yecao where one encounters overt critique of the socio- 
historical conditions of the time. But this critique does not allow 
for the type of objective omniscience associated with realist 
narratives. Rather it takes the form of an exploration of the 
individual subject's psyche and its relation to other subjects, the 
collective psyche, inequality, and disavowed alternatives. It is a 
poem of committed social concern which nonetheless casts 
doubt on the notion of detached, rational observation o f the 
world.
,1Fuchouw [Revenge] (12-20-1924)40
Unlike the previous three poems discussed, which feature 
first-person speakers，the events in “Fiichou” are narrated by an 
omniscient speaker. He begins with a short statement about the 
“thickness of skin” and the blood flowing just beneath. This 
coursing，hot blood incites people to “snuggle” （we/>7)，“kiss” 
(jiewen), and "embrace" (yongbao), thereby experiencing the 
^stuporous ecstasy o f life" {shengming de chenhan de da 
加 如 琳  “B u t，” he goes on ，stabbing som eone and being 
"drenched" (guangai) by their hot blood brings both killer and 
v ic tim  an even g re a te r p leasu re  than lo vem a k ing— “the 
transcendent, supreme ecstasy of life" (shengming de feiyang 
de jizhi de da huanxi] emphasis added to the translation). The 
speaker then introduces two naked people who wHI “embrace” or 
(tk iir , (shalu) one another. In addition to this naked couple 
squared off in the “vast wilderness” and wielding knives，there is 
a second field of antagonism between the couple and a mob of 
"passers-by" (lurenmen) gathered to w itness the ir mutual 
“embrace” or Wiling.
demonstrate his understanding of the same kind of compensating, 
defensive, and self-deluding psychological devices, in his description of 
a hidebound supporter of all things traditional, a “worthless” scholar of 
下意識裡 whom Lu Xun states: “since ’subconsciously’ （x/a y/s/?/") he probably 
realizes his own worthlessness, he seizes on whatever is ‘ancient’ that 
has not yet rotted awayr hoping to live on as a parasite1 (Lu Xun 1989: 
3.30; 1980: 2. 268).
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The original Fuchou as published in Yusi (reduced).
〈復讎〉在 《語絲》發表時的原樣（縮）。
At first, the crowd gathering to feast on the anticipated 
visual spectacle are seemingly likened to the couple. The blood 
that courses through the veins of the couple and the way the 
onlookers surge forth from the surrounding wilderness are both 
compared to layers of 'lussores" (huaican) climbing over walls, 
or ants wanting to carry off some dried/salted fish. But the very 
presence of onlookers precipitates a change of attitude on the 
part o f the couple, who now “don ’t necessarily ” intend to 
embrace or slaughter one another. They remain in this state of 
suspended interaction, confronting each other “until forever” 
(zhiyu yongjiu), allowing their bodies to ^wither" (ganku) from 
lack of action. This gives rise to a severe boredom in the hearts 
of the onlookers, who themselves feel “withered” to the point of 
“losing interest in life.” Finally, with “eyes like the dead” （y/_ s/ren 
side yanguang), the couple ''enjoy" (shangjian) [the spectacle] of 





























































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































"b loodless m assacre.1 In fact, they don 't merely enjoy the 
spectacle; they forever experience the “ultimate ecstasy of 
soaring beyond life ,” the same ecstasy earlier attributed to 
murderers and their victims.
There are several conundrums here. The first is centered 
around the shifting points of view offered to the reader.41 As 
readers, we are first drawn in amongst the eager onlookers by 
the speaker’s statement that the two naked adversaries are 
going to “embrace, s laughter.” However，the narrator then 
describes the crowd in quite unflattering terms, rubbernecking 
for a glimpse of violence (or sex)，already “aniticipating the taste 
of sweat or blood.H This condescending, critical representation of 
the mob encourages readers to place themselves at a self- 
righteous distance from the bloodthirsty rabble.42 Yet, even as we 
share this disparaging view of the crowd, we continue to mimic 
its behavior, reading on in anticipation of (the same) spectacle. 
After this the narrative re-positions us to view the reversal of 
events from  the pe rspec tive  o f the naked coup le ; in the 
penultimate paragraph we witness the passers-by getting their 
come-uppance for so excitedly anticipating voyeuristic sex and 
murder—they have been drained of any interest in life. This 
helps to realign us, in the final paragraph, with the omniscient 
speaker’s view of the couple as they gaze at the retreating mob. 
We are thus ultimately distanced from the couple, both by our 
final objectivity in alignment with the speaker^ point of view, and 
by the im plicit moral judgem ent conveyed in describing the
41 Levy argues that in narrative poetry “point of view determines 
the reader’s access to the artist’s intuition and interpretation of events” 
(1988: 54). My reading of Tuchou), will demonstrate, among other 
things, how the poem manipulates the “reader’s awareness” and 
implicates readers in a visual dynamics of Schadenfreude.
42 Lu Xun's famous contempt for the behavior of the masses 
often focuses on the sadistic glee of onlookers. See for example
補白 “Bubai” [Gap filler] section III (Lu Xun 1989: 3.107-109; 1980: 2.188- 
野草英文譯本序 91); and “Vfecao yingwen yiben xu” [English preface to Yecao] (Lu Xun 
1989: 6.157). Perhaps his most scathing critique of Chinese mobs is a 
passage quite resonant with the descriptions in this poem. I speak of 
the well-known section from 1 What Happens after Nora Leaves Home/1 
which discusses the masses in China as “spectators at a drama” （Lu 
Xun 1989: 2.148-49; 1980: 2.91-92).
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sadistic, voyeuris tic  “ecstasy” the couple atta in from  the ir 
“b lood less m assacre，’’ m irro ring  the e a r lie r，disparag ing  
description of the mob’s desire.
Having occupied these several perspectives, however 
briefly, we are left to ponder the desire behind the gazes and, as 
readers, our place in these complex visual dynamics: What 
desires motivate public interests and behavior and what means 
might a person (or couple) employ to defend the private self 
against the rapacious and lascivious pleasure-seeking gaze of 
others? If, like the couple，we “gaze [back] at the crowd’s gaze， 
contemplate the crowd’s contemplating,” we can turn the tables 
and visually revel in the spectacle of their suffering, obtaining the 
very pleasure that we refused to give them (Xue 1996: 9). But in 
the process, we have become the crowd, whether in mimicking 
them or in association with the speaker’s omniscient gaze. In the 
latter affiliation (with the speaker), on the other hand, we are part 
of a privileged minority of extra-diegetic onlookers who have not 
atrophied from being denied the anticipated spectacle of flesh 
meeting flesh, nor been "slaughtered*' by the returned gaze of 
the naked couple. We have risen above the brutish and 
lascivious desires of the rabble, and acquired a quasi-scientific 
gaze, free of any great pleasure or pain, except perhaps a 
vicarious pleasure in having witnessed the specular revenge 
taken on the rapacious crowd of onlookers.
Through each of the visual perspectives offered in the 
poem , Lu X un 's  w e ll-kno w n  Z a ra th u s tria n  con tem p t fo r 
onlookers and his sense of moral and ethical superiority to the 
rabble are both suggested and subverted.43 To summarize, one 
can protect oneself against the prurient and cruel gaze of society 
(the onlooking crowd) by denying it the pleasure of witnessing 
one's carnal or aggressive (homicidal) ecstasy. This in turn 
reverses the d ia lectic , as one enjoys tha t same specu lar 
homicidal ecstasy at the sight of others being “slaughtered]” 
with boredom— boredom here being the denial of ocular sadism 
or voyeurism . However, if you are priv ileged with a th ird, 
omniscient perspective, you participate as an onlooker yet avoid 
getting caught in the crossfire of this war of the gazes. This is
43 Leo Lee notes that the March 21，1925 essay “Fighters and 
Flies” was “an exercise based on Nietzsche that Lu Xun later 
developed more fully in his prose poem “Revenge I” （1985: 27).
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the (final) position of the reader, allocated through the speaker's 
point of view, and it affords the greatest objectivity and distance 
from the events read/witnessed. From this position, there is no 
point of view in the poem that has the power to see us, to turn 
our gaze back upon us, to block our scopophilia, or repudiate us 
as desiring subjects. But as distanced as the reader may feel 
from this visual sparring, the act of reading is unquestioningly 
implicated in the whole process, for to witness (read) a textual 
event involves one in the dynamics of desire described therein. 
The reader’s point of view slides along a visual chain of desire， 
sharing the perspectives of couple, crowd, and speaker. But, 
there is a contradiction here as well. For even while reading the 
poem implicates one in its structural dynamics of visual desire, 
the bleak setting and the characters conversely discourage 
affiliation.
The world represented in this poem is one populated by 
paranoid subjects who have heavily invested their own bodies 
with an obsessive concern for boundaries, a concern that the 
speaker foregrounds from the first lines, when he mentions "the 
thickness of human skin.” Though these tactile boundaries are 
not broken, a complex interpersonal struggle is taking place at 
the level of the visual. Social, sexual, even literary relations are 
dominated by the ultimate pleasure derived from the violation of 
these boundaries—the literal or visual murder of the other. At the
sam e tim e, to rem a in  an in v io la b le , iso la ted  s e lf w h ile  
s im u ltaneously  denying (ocu lar) p leasure to others is the 
supreme pleasure, the only attainable pleasure. The omniscient 
narrator/speaker helps to generate the variations of this dramatic 
quest for a dominating gaze, while remaining aloof and implicitly 
d isd a in fu l o f those  invo lved . In the process, the reader 
experiences both Lu Xun’s anxiety over the motives underlying 
narration and his contempt for onlookers. The characterization of 
the speaker, I would further argue, can be seen as a stand-in for 
Lu Xun.
Inc lined  tow ard  c r it ic a l, de tached  obse rva tion  and 
conversant with Buddhist terminology (he talks of “stuporous 
ecstasf [da huanxi], the Buddhist term discussed in my reading 
of “Tici”)，the speaker can easily be seen as a projection of Lu 
Xun^s own self-image, in his most captious mode (in accord with 
his eternally v ig ilant “se lf-d issection”)_44 More generally，he
44 Like the speaker, Lu Xun was conversant with Buddhist 
terminology. Also, the critical tone of the poem is in keeping with Lu
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reflects Lu Xun's unique take on the position of the modern 
Chinese intellectual and artist, himself caught here observing the 
social spectacles and spectators he deplores, yet aware that 
such observing always somehow implicates one in the cruelty of 
the process (see Anderson 1990: 88). In this sense, we might 
even read the title "Revenge" as implying self exposure, letting 
the poetic images implicate the poet in the acts of cruelty he so 
abhors (see Barlow 1998: 2). Poetic images are here used to 
explore unconsciously invested modes of seeing. The possibility 
of seeing others in violent confrontation or passionate embrace 
is revealed as a projection o f the v iew er's own repressed 
aggression and desire for real contact with others. Fantasizing 
and anticipating such acts in others simultaneously defends the 
se lf aga inst those repressed fee lings w hile  enjoying the ir 
exp ress ion  in a n o th e r ’s body. By m eans o f the poem ’s 
a lte rn a tin g  pe rspe c tives  on these  even ts , and fin a lly  in 
association with the omniscient speaker, the reader is left to 
contemplate his own insertion into this process，as “objective” 
observer of these poetic images:45 To what extent is his or her 
own use o f v is u a lity — here and e lsew h e re— a de fens ive  
mechanism? To what extent is it related to one’s own actions— 
or choices not to act_ in daily encounters with others?
Finally, what are we to make of the image of two naked
Xun's own ambivalent commitment to science and scientifically-based 
theories of evolution and modernity, which was countered, as many 
have noted, by his observance of real events and his suspicion of any 
sweeping social agenda (see Lee 1990 and Lu 1995, for example). 
Interestingly, the speaker's observations could be seen as poetic 
representations of the anthropological or sociological accounts of 
“primitive peoples” popular in journals of the period (I thank William 
Schaefer for this insight).
45 I would like to note the filmic quality of this poem. As I have 
summarized it, the dialectics of the gaze this poem explores present a 
variation on the “shot-reverse-shot” moment that is sometimes thought 
to “suture” or insert the third party into the position of one of the 
characters of that visual dialectic. Here there is no privileged point of 
spectatorship or association, within or outside of the visual narrative. 





people facing off against one another in a vast wilderness? What 
is the relationship between the two? Are they Lu Xun’s symbolic 
conception of male-female relations in (modern) China?46 Since 
they are only referred to as tamen liang [those two], do they 
represent repressed and highly conflicted homoerotic desires?47 
Does he see aggression and sadism (^slaughter" [shalu]) as 
determinant in the unconscious relations between lovers and 
sexual partners, regard less o f the ir sex or gender? That 
pleasure seeking and aggression, eros and thanatos (embracing 
and slaughtering), love and hatred are mutually present in all 
love relationships is not new to psychological or social theories. 
What is unique here is the revelation of a rarely-represented 
facet o f such re lationships, where all types of contact and 
interaction are abandoned in favor of a sadistic, purely visual 
mastery over one another or a third party (the crowd?) I believe 
that Lu Xun is here exploring the degree to which both partners 
in a relationship— regardless of sex or gender— are equally 
incapable of accepting otherness, of in teracting with other
46 In the essay “Guafu zhuyi” [Widowism] Lu Xun describes，from 
a simple Freudian perspective，the “petty-minded,” “suspicious and 
morbid，” “cold and cruel,” “warped，” and “hateful’，minds of various 
types of celibate people: “Innocent, happy faces arouse their fury. And 
being repressed they are hypersensitive and suspicious about other 
people's sex life, which arouses their jealousy>, (Lu Xun 1989: 1. 242- 
43; 1980: 2.215). However, this poem exhibits a more problematic 
perspective on the relationship between sexuality and sadism, more 
like the Freud of Beyond the Pleasure Principle.
47 Since Lu Xun consciously and deliberately marks gender 
distinctions in some of the previous poems (using the masculine-neuter 
and the feminine ta), the lack of any gender-specific characters in 
describing the naked couple would appear to be significant, especially 
in light of the sexually-charged context. Nevertheless, in the historical 
context of 1920s China, it is almost certain that Lu Xun's use of 
^snuggle1' (weiyi), "kiss" (jiewen), and ^embrace" (yongbao) were 
intended to describe acts between a man and a woman, and would 
certainly have been interpreted this way by most readers. We can only 
surmise as to the unconscious implications of a poet’s selection of 
gendered images and how these affect readers; until recently, I myself 
unquestioningly assumed that the couple were a man and a woman.
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individuals or groups in a wholly non-aggressive manner. In this 
context, the nakedness of the couple is neither alluring nor 
disarm ing; it is an alm ost neglig ib le feature of a paranoid, 
solipsistic, and antagonistic form of socio-sexual relationship. 
Neither biological nor gendered difference is foregrounded in the 
image of a naked couple facing off against one another; this 
implies that such differences are of little consequence when 
visual mastery in the service of a narcissistic and paranoid self 
holds sway over personal and social relations. Formally, the 
poem shows that the rarest of outcomes between human bodies 
is the overcoming of this desire for visual mastery or annihilation 
of the other: self-overcom ing is a hypothetical achievement 
b rie fly  hinted at in the f irs t paragraph of “ R evenge” then 
abandoned. “S nugg ling ,” “k iss in g ，” and “em brac ing”一 the 
“stuporous ecstasy of life”一 are a vanishing possibility, losing 
ground to the “transcendent, supreme ecstasy” of aggression.
Conclusions
Although I cannot present any more close readings within 
this format, I hope that I have made a convincing argument for a 
new way of interpreting and understanding Yecao. If pressed to 
define the artistic through-line that unites most of these works 
under the heading “prose poetry,” I would refer to formal or 
generic qualities as playing a secondary role, and emphasize 
the poet’s unceasing attempt to project or discover psyche and 
self in every experience or observed event. For Lu Xun5 the 
prose poem fo rm , in un d e rta k in g  both “deep ly  v ig ila n t 
philosophical thought” and “rich lyrical poeticism，” allowed him to 
sustain a prosaic philosophic rigor while grounding all intellectual 
and discursive activity in the confluence of inner emotions and 
external experiences. The Yecao poems represent an attempt to 
find, through language, those literary images that can best 
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